Introduction
Immigration is rapidly changing the face of young America. More than one child in four aged 18 years old or younger was either born abroad or lived with a foreign-born parent in 2009 and this ratio is expected to rise to one in three by the year 2020. 1 The number of children in immigrant families nearly doubled between 1990 and 2007 compared to growth of only three percent in the number of children living with native-born parents. 2 Immigrant families in the United States tend to be stable and hardworking. A higher percentage of immigrant-family children lives in two-parent families and a higher percentage lives with a parent who works full-time, compared to native-family children. 3 Children of immigrants are more likely to be born healthier than children of native-born parents and are more likely to live in an extended family that can provide childcare and other household support. At least through middle school, children of immigrants tend to have higher educational aspirations, to spend more time working on homework and to perform better in school than those with native-born parents. 4 At the same time, immigrant-family children are much more likely to experience economic deprivation than native-family children. In 2009, some 24 percent of children in immigrant families lived below the official poverty line and 51 percent below double the poverty line; the respective figures for children in native families were 18 and 38 percent. Although labor force participation and employment rates are very high among immigrant fathers, many work in low-wage jobs. 5 Among immigrants, about 29 percent of children lived in a low-income working family in 2009 compared to 17 percent of native-family children. Research shows that the immigrant-family child poverty rate is negatively associated with parental education, English proficiency, length of U.S. residence, and citizenship status. 6 In 2009, almost onequarter of all children in immigrant families lived in "linguistically isolated" families in which no household member over age 14 speaks the English language very well. Moreover, 53 percent of immigrant-family children lived with at least one parent who had not graduated from high school, compared to 44 percent of native-family children.
Growing up under economic deprivation is associated with a host of negative outcomes for children in the United States. Children raised in poor families are more likely than other children to lack health insurance; suffer from chronic health problems, such as asthma and vision, hearing and speech problems; have higher incidences of depression, anxiety, and aggressive behavior; underperform on cognitive tests and in the classroom and achieve much lower rates of high school graduation and college attendance; and to remain poor as adults, often starting a new generation of poor families. 7 For poor and low-income families with children in the United States, the social safety net of income and work supports provided by the federal, state and local governments offers critical assistance in meeting basic needs. But research shows that immigrant families eligible for some important benefits -such as housing assistance and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP; formerly known as the food stamp program) -tend to access them at significantly lower rates than do native families. 8 A wide range of hypotheses have been advanced to explain this relatively lower "take-up rate, " including a lack of knowledge about the programs and their eligibility criteria, burdensome program enrollment and compliance requirements (high "transactions costs"), social stigma and cultural resistance, fear of government among both legal and undocumented immigrants, and fear of jeopardizing the family's residential status or eligibility for citizenship in the United States. 9 The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) sharply curtailed legal immigrants' eligibility for several important benefit programs, including SNAP, and although eligibility standards were subsequently liberalized for certain categories of immigrants, they remain complicated and not easily understood.
This descriptive report identifies traits among lowincome, immigrant families that may bear on SNAP participation rates and suggests ways in which state program administrators can improve their outreach and other administrative procedures to better reach these needy families. Drawing on household data from the 2009 American Community Survey and administrative data from the SNAP program, the analysis compares selected demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of immigrant families participating and not participating in the SNAP program with those of native families. The report examines federal and state efforts to improve take-up and concludes with policy recommendations for state program administrators to raise program participation among immigrant families with children.
The SNAP Program SNAP benefits are an important component of the social safety net in the United States, not least because they are available to most households meeting program income and asset eligibility requirements, unlike other programs that are primarily intended to benefit families of specific composition, such as a single parent with minor children. Under SNAP, beneficiary households receive a monthly award of dollars (recorded on an Electronic Benefit Transfer [EBT] debit card) that can only be used to purchase a broad range of foods. The benefit amount is based on the U.S. Department of Agriculture's (USDA) Thrifty Food Plan and adjusted for the number of qualifying beneficiaries in the household. Program rules are primarily set by the federal government and provide some national consistency not found in other programs, such as Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), where states have much more input. 10 The federal government pays the full benefit cost and about half of the administrative cost of state SNAP programs.
SNAP national program participation rates correlate closely with national poverty rates. Between fiscal years 2001 and 2008, participation rates (the share of the eligible population that enrolls in the program) rose quite substantially for all individuals (from 54 to 67 percent) and for children (from 70 to 86 percent), according to a USDA-sponsored study (see Figure 1) . 11 This study attributes the growth in participation to both increased program outreach and an increase in poverty during this period. Remarkably, the number of persons receiving SNAP benefits has risen by almost one third since fiscal year 2005. Moreover, the SNAP program has proven to be a vital and effective social support in the course of the Great Recession, enrolling more than five million additional persons -a 19 percent increase in caseload -between fiscal years 2008 and 2009. Program participation rose in every state in the nation during that year except Louisiana. 12 More than 40 million persons -about 13 percent of the U.S. population -received SNAP benefits on an average month in fiscal year 2010.
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The research literature shows that the SNAP program provides a number of important benefits for lowincome families and children. For households that struggle to meet their basic nutritional needs, SNAP benefits can relieve hunger and food insecurity. 15 For those low-income households already meeting their food needs, the program frees scarce dollars spent on food for other purposes. Research shows that SNAP participants gain access to more essential nutrients in their home food supply compared to eligible non-participants. 16 Program participation is especially strong among children, and research shows child SNAP participation is associated with a number of positive outcomes, including better academic learning. 17 For households experiencing food insecurity, participation in the SNAP program improves health and hospitalization outcomes for children. The Take-up of SNAP Benefits Among Immigrant Families A substantial research literature explores the "takeup" of SNAP and other social benefits, seeking to explain why some eligible individuals and families fail to enroll in benefit programs. Nationally, only 67 percent of eligible households participated in the SNAP program in fiscal year 2008, and participation rates varied substantially by state and by family demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, such as age, race/ethnicity, income, and participation in other public benefit programs. Children participate at a much higher rate of 86 percent. 19 The comparatively high child participation rate in part reflects the fact that a disproportionate number of eligible children live in very low income (and often singleparent) families that tend to participate in the SNAP program at higher rates than higher-income, eligible households. A disproportionate number of eligible children also live in households receiving TANF or Supplemental Security Income (SSI) cash benefits and are categorically eligible for the SNAP program.
In a review article, Janet Currie identifies three leading hypotheses to explain the selective take-up of social benefits in the United States (and the United Kingdom) among the pool of eligibles: a lack of information about the program and its eligibility criteria, the social stigma associated with receiving means-based public benefits, and the transaction costs of enrolling and remaining in the program. 20 Currie concludes from the available evidence that transaction costs -the time, labor and privacy burden associated with completing an application, gathering supporting documentation, submitting to an interview with a caseworker, complying with regular recertification requirements, and so on -are likely to substantially outweigh stigma or lack of program information as a factor reducing the take-up of large and comparatively well-known programs such as SNAP. Currie and Grogger find that shortening SNAP recertification intervals has a negative effect on program participation, supporting the transaction cost hypothesis. 21 Similarly, Ratcliffe, McKernan and Finegold find that longer recertification periods and other state-level SNAP administrative policies reducing transaction costs increase food stamp receipt. 22 Nevertheless, there is some evidence that lack of information about the program and stigma may also reduce SNAP take-up. 23 A USDA-sponsored, survey-based study found over half of apparently eligible nonparticipant households (who knew about the SNAP program) either believed they were ineligible or were uncertain of their eligibility for SNAP benefits. 24 Moreover, almost one third of non-participant households reported they would not apply for SNAP benefits even if they knew they were eligible for them, citing a "desire for personal independence" and the perceived costs of applying. This study also found that "many potentially eligible households are tripped up by administrative requirements" such as verifying income and other household conditions and frequent recertification requirements. Hence, lack of program information, stigma, and transactions costs all seem to play a role in discouraging SNAP program participation, according to this research.
The SNAP benefit take-up story is complicated for immigrants in the United States. The research literature shows that, all else equal, eligible immigrants are less likely to take up means-tested social benefits than natives, but that the immigrant take-up rate rises with length of residence in the United States.
25 Bollinger and Hagstrom model SNAP program participation with Current Population Survey March files for the years 1994 through 2001 and find eligible, nonrefugee immigrants are less likely to participate than natives, all else equal. 26 As observed in the present report and confirmed by the research literature, eligible United States citizen children with immigrant parents also participate in SNAP and other meanstested social programs at much lower rates than children of citizen parents. 27 Citizen children in immigrant families have always been eligible for SNAP benefits irrespective of their parents' legal immigration and citizenship status, provided household income, assets, and other program eligibility criteria are met. However, in 1996, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act revoked eligibility for most (legal) noncitizen adult and child immigrants. As would be expected, passage of PRWORA was followed by a sharp decline in SNAP benefit recipiency among the foreign born. The number of noncitizens eligible for the program fell by more than half -about 1.7 million individuals -between the years 1994 to 2000, while the number of participating noncitizens declined by 67 percent. 28 The strong economy and declining poverty rates of the late 1990s are believed to have contributed substantially to the declines in these numbers by lifting family income and assets above program limits. But sharp declines in program participation rates for low-income noncitizens who remained eligible for SNAP benefits under PRWORA and for eligible, citizen children living with noncitizen adults suggest the law sowed confusion about program eligibility and/or fear about participating.
29 A USDAsponsored study estimated that the program participation rate for these citizen children fell precipitously from 80.5 percent in 1994 to 38.1 percent in 2000, resulting in 949,000 fewer child participants even as the number of eligible citizen children living with non-citizen adults rose slightly during the period. 31 Under current law, all legal permanent resident (LPR) children and LPR disabled adults are immediately eligible for SNAP benefits. Nondisabled adults are eligible for benefits after having attained LPR or other "qualified" immigration status for five years or -if an LPR -after having worked for 40 quarters, even before attaining LPR status.
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Although households with citizen children and noncitizen parents participate in SNAP at substantially lower rates than households with citizen parents, as demonstrated below, the program still serves a significant number of these mixed-immigrant families. SNAP administrative data show that eight percent of all program participants and 17 percent of child participants in fiscal year 2009 were citizen children living with noncitizen adults. More than two-thirds of these 2.6 million children lived in six large, immigrant gateway states: Arizona, California, Florida, Illinois, New York, and Texas. 33 The SNAP participation rate for children living with noncitizen adults was estimated at 55 percent in fiscal year 2008 -a substantial share, although far below the 86 percent participation rate for all eligible children.
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Comparing mixed-Immigrant and Citizen Family SNAP Participation
Why do some mixed-immigrant families (those with at least one citizen child and at least one noncitizen parent) that are income-eligible for SNAP benefits participate in this important program while others do not? While much research has been conducted on factors contributing to the take-up of social benefits generally (as noted above), the literature on immigrant take-up in the United States is comparatively scanty and is sparser still with respect to the SNAP program in particular. This descriptive report identifies traits among low-income, mixed-immigrant families that may bear on SNAP participation rates and suggests ways in which state program administrators can improve their outreach and other administrative procedures to better reach these needy families. Drawing on household data from the 2009 American Community Survey and administrative data from the SNAP program, the analysis compares selected demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of SNAP participants and non-participants in mixed-families and citizen families, defined as having two U.S. citizen parents (or one citizen parent in the case of singleparent families). 35 The data show that a much larger share of mixedimmigrant families is poor compared to citizen families. About 39 percent of the first group receive household income equal to or below the SNAP gross income limit compared to 22 percent of native families. 36 Comparing families at or below this income eligibility level shows a number of striking differences between the two groups, as summarized in Table 1 . Child demographics also vary substantially between the two groups of families. Mixed-immigrant children at this household income level are almost a year younger on average than children in citizen families. As expected, given the preponderance of immigrants from Mexico and other Latin American countries among the nation's low-income, foreign-born population, more than four-fifths of children in mixedimmigrant families are reported in the survey as Hispanic compared to 15.5 percent of citizen-family children. Among racial/ethnic categories, citizenfamily children are much more likely to be identified as non-Hispanic white or black.
Finally, the regional distribution of mixed-immigrant and citizen families meeting SNAP gross household income eligibility standards is quite different. Low-income, mixed-immigrant families are heavily concentrated in the Census Regions defined as west and south (the last including Texas), reflecting traditional areas of settlement for immigrants from Mexico. While low-income citizen families are even more concentrated in the south than the mixedimmigrant group, they are much less likely to live in the west and much more likely to live in the midwest (defined as 12 north-central states). Equally strikingly, almost one in four citizen families lives outside of a metropolitan area compared to only 8.4 percent of mixed-immigrant families.
These household, parent, child, and regional differences between eligible, low-income, mixed-immigrant and citizen families are largely replicated for SNAP recipients, as shown in Table 2 . 38 It is evident, though, that SNAP benefits reach comparatively vulnerable and disadvantaged families in both the mixedimmigrant and citizen low-income populations. Comparing Table 2 to Table 1 shows that, for both mixed-immigrant and citizen families, those participating in the SNAP program are poorer, less educated, more likely to be headed by a single mother, and less likely to include a parent who worked full time during the previous full year. Among citizen families, those receiving SNAP benefits include a larger share of black children and a smaller share of non-Hispanic white children.
The mixed-immigrant and citizen family patterns identified in the American Community Survey data and shown in Table 2 are generally verified by an analysis of the SNAP Quality Control Data File (QC) for fiscal year 2008. 39 The QC analysis compares households with at least one child and no noncitizens in the SNAP unit to households with at least one child and at least one noncitizen in the SNAP unit. Because the ACS and QC comparison groups are not identical, the consistent findings between the two data sets strengthen confidence in the overall identification of important differences in the characteristics of immigrant-family and citizen-family SNAP participants.
The QC data show that SNAP households including one or more noncitizens are much more likely than all-citizen households to be characterized as "working poor" (defined in the QC data as households with "at least two indicators of earnings, " such as wage and salary income and self-employment income) and much less likely to be headed by a single mother. The working-poor shares for the respective comparison groups were 61 percent and 46 percent, and the single-mother shares 40 percent and 60 percent. At $761.42, monthly earned income countable under the SNAP program was 62 percent higher for SNAP households including a noncitizen compared to all-citizen households, although the difference is reduced to 39 percent after adjusting for the larger average size of noncitizen SNAP units. Similarly, the average ratio of gross household income to poverty threshold income is higher for noncitizen units than for all-citizen units, at 63 percent and 54 percent, respectively.
The regional and urban/rural distributions of SNAP households in the QC data also largely mirror those observed in the ACS data. All-citizen households with one or more child are concentrated in the south and secondarily in the midwest, while households with one or more child and one or more noncitizen are concentrated in the west and the south. Finally, a higher proportion of households in the last group (94 percent) live in "metropolitan" areas compared to all-citizen households (79 percent), which are comparatively more dispersed in "micropolitan" and rural areas. How do gross-income-eligible, mixed-immigrant families that take up SNAP benefits differ from those that do not? 46 The benefit may be as basic as receiving an informational brochure or an 800 number to call to locate TANF-funded services. States set different gross income limits (up to a maximum of 200 percent of the federal poverty guideline) for eligibility to receive these TANF/MOE non-cash benefits.
♦ Permitting electronic SNAP application filing.
This option can make SNAP application significantly more convenient for working families with children.
♦ Waiving the face-to-face interview for recertification. By conducting recertification interviews by telephone, states also lower transaction costs for program participants.
Research confirms that longer certification periods, expanded categorical eligibility, and liberalized vehicle exemption rules can all increase SNAP program participation. 47 Table 4 shows the status of the eight states that are home to more than three-quarters of the nation's citizen children living with one or more noncitizen parent with respect to these and other reforms. The table also shows the states' estimated SNAP participation rates for all eligible persons, for working poor persons (defined as persons who are eligible for SNAP benefits and live in households in which someone earns income from a job), and for citizen children with at least one noncitizen parent. For comparison purposes, national estimates are also provided. Table 4 shows a mixed performance among these states in adopting administrative options to ease SNAP program participation among potential eligibles, particularly working families. Apart from California and Washington, mean certification periods for working families are below the national average. Texas does not exclude any vehicles from the SNAP resource test (although the state does exempt a larger amount than the SNAP program's standard auto exemption), which may be a significant disincentive for working families in a state where transportation by private vehicle is often essential to reaching jobs. Performance is generally strong with respect to the three remaining indicators. Seven of the eight states have adopted electronic application filing and all have waived the face-to-face recertification interview. Moreover, all eight states have adopted broad-based categorical eligibility, although Texas retains an asset limit of $5,000 and the states vary considerably in their gross income limits and hence inclusiveness.
State spending on outreach efforts to promote the SNAP program varies greatly among the eight states. In fiscal year 2010, five western and southern states -each with participation rates below the national averagespent far below the national average (for those states with any outreach spending) on outreach initiatives, calculated on a per-capita basis for eligible nonparticipants. On the other hand, Illinois, New York and especially Washington spent well above the national average. Moreover, spending shows little year-toyear consistency in most states, suggesting that many outreach initiatives choose a time-limited campaign approach over a sustained presence in targeted communities, which may be more effective. Looking beyond the eight states with the largest numbers of mixedimmigrant families, fully 16 states reported spending no funds on outreach in fiscal year 2009. iii. Expressed as percentage of the federal poverty guidelines. The SNAP gross income limit for those without categorical eligibility is 130% of the federal poverty guidelines. Except for Illinois, Washington, and North Carolina, SNAP program participation rates for all eligibles and for the working poor lag behind the national rates, especially in California. Participation rates for citizen children with noncitizen parents, on the other hand, are higher than the national rate in half of the eight states: Arizona, New York, Texas and Washington.
Nevertheless, in six of the eight states, fewer than half of mixed-immigrant families that meet the SNAP gross income eligibility limit receive program benefits. The 42 percent participation rate in California is especially troubling since this state is home to more than one-quarter of the citizen children living in mixedimmigrant families.
Conclusion and Policy recommendations
The findings in this report suggest that states with significant numbers of immigrant resident families with children might strengthen SNAP participation among these families by adopting the following policies:
Significantly increase outreach efforts to immigrant communities.
In general, state-funded outreach efforts-where they exist at all--are modest, given the 1.8 million potentially eligible citizen children in mixed-immigrant families who are not participating in the program. 50 Moreover, data are not available from the SNAP national outreach office to determine the share of this outreach spending that is specifically targeted to immigrant communities.
Given the considerable fear and distrust of government among many immigrants (especially the undocumented), effective outreach must be carefully designed to identify families in need and win their confidence. Experienced social service providers report that even immigrants who know about the SNAP program often harbor many misconceptions about it. 51 Some think of SNAP as "welfare, " rather than a work support, and some believe benefits must be paid back at a later time. Parents often do not know that their children may qualify for benefits even if they themselves do not. The undocumented fear a visit to the SNAP office may reveal their status and launch deportation proceedings. Some legal immigrants erroneously believe that participating in SNAP creates a "public charge" under immigration law and jeopardizes their chance of obtaining permanent residence in the United States. The rapid increase in legislation restricting immigrants' rights in many states and localities in recent years is likely to make it more difficult to reach low-income immigrants and win their trust. 52 While mass media campaigns may raise program awareness, experience with outreach initiatives suggests that overcoming distrust and actually getting immigrant families to apply for benefits often requires a direct personal approach from a credible outreach worker and follow-up contact. 45 To be sure, this approach is labor-intensive and expensive if using paid staff. Some successful local outreach initiatives have featured the following practices: Parents who are undocumented may be expected to be cautious about possibly drawing attention to their status by participating in the SNAP program. Even program-eligible, legal permanent residents may believe that government benefit program participation undermines their prospects of attaining U.S. citizenship. 56 Some of the fears immigrants harbor about participating in the program noted above-such as having their immigration status reported to U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and creating a public charge that jeopardizes permanent residence and could lead to deportation -have a basis in experience with other means-tested programs and the law. 57 To gain the trust of immigrant parents and ensure that SNAP benefits reach their eligible children, state program administrators must rigorously ensure that caseworkers give applicants consistent and accurate information on these matters of grave importance to immigrants. Specifically, immigrant applicants need to know early in the application process that:
♦ Household members whose immigration status is undocumented are not eligible to participate in the program but other household members (such as their citizen children) may still be eligible. Undocumented household members are not required to disclose their status. Those declining to reveal their status are treated as "non-applicants" and are ineligible for SNAP benefits, although their income and resources are still counted in assessing program eligibility for other household members.
Benefits cannot be denied to eligible household members because other members decline to disclose their immigration status.
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♦ Applicants who do disclose their undocumented status will not be reported to the immigration authorities. Although the law requires that the state agency report persons "known" to be present illegally in the United States, the FNS interprets such knowledge as that resulting from a formal agency administrative review supported by an ICE status determination, such as a deportation order. An applicant who merely affirms that s/he doesn't have "papers" is not known to be present illegally in the country under these guidelines.
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♦ Receiving SNAP benefits will not create a "public charge" and affect participants' immigration status. 60 Only cash benefit programs (such as TANF and Supplemental Security Income) and public programs supporting persons institutionalized for long term care may incur a public charge finding under immigration law. 61 Several of the state administrative reforms recommended in this report may save states money by reducing administrative costs per beneficiary in the near or medium-term. Such initiatives might include extending certification periods, permitting electronic application filing, and waiving the faceto-face recertification interview. Excluding vehicles from the resource test and adopting broad-based categorical eligibility may raise costs only to the extent that they succeed in the policy goal of encouraging greater program participation. Indeed, the FNS expects expanded categorical eligibility to both increase participation and reduce state SNAP program administrative burdens by simplifying verification requirements. 62 One potentially very important initiative -ensuring immigrant applicants receive accurate information from SNAP office personnel about program policy toward immigrants -is likely to cost relatively little. 29. In addition, research indicates that numerous families that lost TANF benefits as a result of PRWORA assumed they had also become ineligible for SNAP benefits and failed to apply separately for SNAP. The Government Accountability Office found many state and local governments failed to inform these families of their likely continued SNAP eligibility and to guide them in the application process. Government Accountability Office. 1999. 35. These estimates are calculated from an NCCP-prepared ACS PUMS file in which the individual child is the unit of observation.
Hence, statistics (means and proportions) estimated for household and parent variables are weighted by the number of observed children in each category (citizen children with at least one noncitizen parent and citizen children with two citizen parents). For expository purposes, the terms "mixed-immigrant family" and "citizen family" are substituted for the more accurate but more cumbersome child-defined categories.
36. The SNAP gross monthly income limits for fiscal year 2009 ranged from $1,127 for a household of one to $3,857 for a household of eight, with $390 added for each additional household member. The limits are higher for Alaska and Hawaii. United States Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service. 2010e. Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program: Eligibility. Accessed July 2010 at http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/applicant_ recipients/eligibility.htm.
37. Calculating SNAP participation rates on the basis of gross income eligibility may result in underestimates because some households that meet the program gross income limit may not meet the net income or resource requirements. On the other hand, Ratcliffe, McKernan and Finegold (2007) use a larger denominator of 175 percent of the federal poverty threshold, arguing that households with income modestly above the gross income limit can readily modify their behavior to become eligible for the program and hence should be included in the pool of "eligibles. "
38. It should be noted that Table 2 compares the sub-set of SNAP recipients meeting program gross income eligibility standards. Households with incomes exceeding the standards may still qualify for SNAP benefits if they meet requirements for "categorical eligibility" by receiving a cash or non-cash benefit funded in part by federal or state Temporary Assistance to Needy Families or Maintenance of Effort funds. All of the patterns shown in Table 2 are replicated for the full set of SNAP recipients. 
